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The Craft and Commerce of Oriental Carpets: Cultural Implications of Economic
Success and Failure
Abstract
What we recognize now as oriental carpets, especially pile-carpets, are currently made in most of the
countries of the Middle East, North Africa, and southwest and Central Asia, including of course Pakistan
and India, as well as China. The technique originated before 500 B.C. somewhere in the area that later
became the culturally Irano-Turkic part of Asia. Royal patronage under the Sasanians (if not earlier
empires) raised carpet production to the status of high art. The most highly regarded carpets have
continued to come from Irano-Turkic areas (including the Caucasus). Carpets made to the west and south
of these areas have remained derivative in both technique and design, and less admired, though
sometimes of objectively excellent craftsmanship. (The Chinese tradition is also derivative but developed
independently.)
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The Craft and Commerce of Oriental Carpets:
Cultural Implications of Economic Success and Failure
Brian Spooner
University of Pennsylvania
What we recognize now as oriental carpets, especially pile-carpets,
are currently made in most of the countries of the Middle East, North
Africa, and southwest and Central Asia, including of course Pakistan
and India, as well as China. The technique originated before 500 B.C.
somewhere in the area that later became the culturally Irano-Turkic
part of Asia. Royal patronage under the Sasanians (if not earlier empires)
raised carpet production to the status of high art. The most highly
regarded carpets have continued to come from Irano-Turkic areas (in
cluding the Caucasus). Carpets made to the west and south of these
areas have remained derivative in both technique and design, and less
admired, though sometimes of objectively excellent craftsmanship.
(The Chinese tradition is also derivative but developed independently.)
Like other textiles, a pile-carpet begins with weaving on a loom set
up with warp threads, the ends of which usually provide the fringe at
either end of the finished product. The webbing at the beginning and
end of the weaving may be simple weft on warp, but may be elaborated
by one or another of a number of flat-weave techniques. The body of the
carpet is produced by tying rows of knots around overlapping pairs of
warp threads. Each row of knots is held in place by the insertion of one
or more weft threads before the next row is added. The ends of the knots
are cut evenly to constitute the pile. In a fine carpet they are cut very
close to the base. In order to achieve the desired degree of tightness and
evenness of weave and density of knots, after every few rows - before
the cutting - the weavers beat the weft threads and the pile back
towards them with a comb-like implement, the teeth of which fit over
the warp threads. This action also has the effect of making the pile of
traditionally handwoven carpets incline permanently in one direction,
towards the end the weaver started from. For this reason, throughout
the life of the carpet, light strikes the ends of the knots at different
angles according to the position of the viewer and, in the case of some
qualities of wool (and especially of silk), makes the colors appear dif
ferent from different angles, contributing to the overall appeal of the
product.
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